Thermostable erythrocyte rosette-forming lymphocytes in hereditary hemochromatosis. I. Identification in peripheral blood.
Although the immunoregulatory role of iron has been demonstrated in vitro, evidence for a similar role in vivo is controversial. We have, therefore, studied certain functional and structural properties of lymphocytes in hereditary (idiopathic) hemochromatosis (HH), a disease characterized by iron overload. T- and B-lymphocyte percentages in peripheral blood, serum immunoglobulin levels, and proliferative responses of peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBM) to lectins were comparable with those of controls. Furthermore, HH serum with elevated iron concentrations did not significantly alter proliferative responses of normal lymphocytes to mitogens. In contrast to those normal findings was the identification of a subset of T lymphocytes in HH that formed rosettes with sheep red blood cells (SRC) at 37 degrees C in abnormally high numbers. Those lymphocytes that formed thermostable erythrocyte rosettes (TE-R) were not immature thymocytes, activated T lymphocytes, or an artifact of passive attachment of anti-SRC antibodies to the HH lymphocyte surface. Their presence did not correlate with a concentration of iron in the serum, the length of treatment, or the presence of the HLA antigen, A3. We conclude that the cellular expression of HH may be detected not as an immunological abnormality, but rather as an abnormality in receptor expression.